Introduction and purpose
To introduce this paper, three concepts need to be defined: information, communities, and the role libraries/resource centres play (or don't play) in providing information to communities. Mchombu (2001) , in an article on how information effects development, points out that "[e]very society requires a basic minimum stock of usable information … to survive" and notes that the need for information has been called a "basic human need" (Mchombu 2001: 229) . Information, according to Kaniki (1989: 191) , is "potentially useful in decision making, question answering and problem solving." Therefore, accessing and putting information to use can help improve people's lives at a physical, economic, psychological and social level (Kaniki 2001: 188) . All such information is transmitted to the receiver via some channel -be it the mass media, another person, or a library book. Dolan (1989) , quoted by Kaniki (2001: 189) , defines a community as a group of people united by one or more factors such as geographical location, religious or political beliefs, demographic characteristics (age, sex, class), needs, interests and activities. But communities also display internal diversity and should not be treated as homogenous blocks (Kaniki 2001: 190) .
Libraries, ideally primary sources of information (Kaniki: 189) , often focus on keeping administrative standards rather than on the society they serve. The Eurocentric bias of library materials in African contexts has further compounded the problem of non-relevance. However, Black and Muddiman (1997, quoted by Kaniki 2001: 187) noted in the 1960s and 1970s a growing demand for a "rejuvenated, egalitarian and more relevant public library". A parallel development was the establishment of community information services or resource centres, which provide relevant and appropriate information to specific communities (Stilwell 2001: 200) . In order to achieve relevance, the information needs of communities must be assessed and the correct stocks and services put in place. But, due often to a shortage of staff and resources, such needs assessments are rarely conducted. In addition, complex methodologies for carrying out community data collection and analysis have hampered library staff (Kaniki 1995: 9) .
In light of the above, the purpose of this study is to assess the information needs of the residents of Oribi Village and the means used to try to satisfy these needs. This community faces numerous socio-economic difficulties but has few available, successful channels for addressing these. While several social and religious organisations operate within the community (and governmental assistance in the form of subsidies is provided), apparently these provisions do not always produce effective solutions.
Library-based information is available through the Pietermaritzburg headquarters of the Provincial Library Service and the Msunduzi Municipal Library with its six local branches and mobile library bus. In attempting to compile a document on the information needs of Oribi Village residents, it is hoped that these library agencies may be able to take account of such needs in future plans so that they can better assist in satisfying them.
Description of the area: environmental context
Oribi Village is situated in the south of Pietermaritzburg. In 1957 -after serving as military barracks, housing for ex-servicemen and their families, and university residences -the village was officially designated as a low-rental Government Village for poor whites. The National Housing Commission was the administrative authority, with an on-site manager (Thompson 1999: 5) .
Until the 1970s and 1980s various amenities existed (a pre-primary and a primary school, a school for apprentice mechanics, government-funded sheltered employment, a social centre, sports facilities, a disability centre, and a free bus service). Most of these have ceased to operate (Thompson 1999: 5) . The situation in Oribi Village has changed dramatically since the 1980s. Most significantly, the village is no longer exclusively white and has provided since 1995 accommodation for all race groups under the administration of the KwaZulu-Natal Provincial Housing Development Board (Piper et al. 2003: 2) . To qualify to reside in Oribi, a person must not be a homeowner and earn under R2000 per month. Houses with one, two or three bedrooms are allocated according to the size and genders of the family unit (Zaverdinos-Kockott 2004a) .
Management is no longer carried out on-site but by provincial department offices in the city. Three administrative/managerial and just over a dozen maintenance staff are expected to see to the upkeep of some 521 houses (Zaverdinos-Kockott 2004a) . It is thus not surprising that amenities have severely declined. Piper et al. (2003:19) concur: all respondents in their survey -black and whiteas well as officials, felt that "the provincial government's management of Oribi leaves something to be desired". Similarly, the present study found that many residents complain that shebeens and brothels have proliferated, while grass remains uncut and rubbish dumps on empty plots grow ever larger. These factors (as well as the socio-economic conditions of residents) no doubt impact on crime levels and already in 1999 Thompson (1999:7) was told, "the police are tired of Oribi".
Part of the problem with management is that, while the province owns the land, the municipality owns the houses. Also, officials apparently avoid visiting Oribi for fear of bribery allegations (Thompson 1999) . Two resulting difficulties are illegal occupation of houses and nonpayment of rent. A waiting list of 5000 families on social grants is regularly by-passed; instead, keys of vacating tenants are illegally sold via an informal committee (Piper et al. 2003: 19) . In spite of low rentals, estimates are that 90% of residents do not pay. This cannot elicit an eviction, but the municipality may cut water and electricity supplies and illegal reconnections are rife (Piper et al: 20) . The non-payment of rent has probably contributed to poor maintenance (Piper et al: 19) .
Amid this negative picture, it should be noted that all houses have piped water and electricity. Most people have access to telecommunication in the form of telephones, cellular phones or public phones (Statistics South Africa 2004) . A community clinic opens twice a week for primary health care and once a week for mental health care (Zaverdinos-Kockott 2004c) . The municipal mobile library bus visits weekly on Wednesday afternoons. Several long-running organisations (most of which are run by the Natalse Christelike Vroue Vereniging) include a baby crèche, a pre-primary school, and a senior centre, which provides cheap cooked meals and a gathering point (ZaverdinosKockott 2004b) . Funeral clubs and cultural/dance societies were also mentioned by respondents who were interviewed by sociology students on 3 May 2003 (Piper et al. 2003) . In addition numerous small businesses are run from residential premises, including hairdressers, tuck shops and telephone centres.
Population profile
Oribi Village consists of an "old" section of 290 original houses and a "new" section of 231 houses built after 1993 (Piper et. al. 2003: 9) . According to census data (Statistics South Africa 2004) , in 1996 by far most residents of Oribi were white with significant numbers of unemployed people, disabled people and pensioners. However, while black people are relative newcomers, it is not a case of "old, white section" and "new, black section": black and white people have settled in both areas. The survey by Piper et al. (2003: 29) revealed that in 2003 51% of residents were black, 41% white and the remaining 8% mainly coloured. Aside from Indian and coloured people, "[i]mmigrants have settled in racial percentages that…are reasonably similar to the broader racial demography of the city" (Piper et al. 2003: 14) . The population is divided fairly evenly between male and female residents.
Educational data taken among the (mainly white) population in the 1996 census (Statistics South Africa 2004) indicated that most people (75%) were educated to high school level, although few had gained matric certificates. The same pattern is reflected in the results of this 2004 survey, which included 57% black participants.
New black residents in Oribi seem (Piper et al. 2003: 17) , to be better off than white residents, with "over 67% of household heads employed [compared to] only 50% of white household heads employed and the rest on welfare". Also, 35% of black working people had higherlevel ("mental") jobs compared to 25% of whites. Piper et al. attribute this difference largely to the fact that new white residents qualify legally for an Oribi home whereas some black residents who are better-off frequently gain access anyway "through informal means" (Piper et al. 2003: 15) .
The issue of "illegals" is a source of racial antagonism on the part of white residents, exacerbated by perceived socio-cultural differences such as noise-levels and so on, as well as by the link they make between growing numbers of black residents and increased crime levels. On the other hand, almost all black respondents in the survey carried out by Piper et al. were positive about their life in Oribi, seeing it in economic terms as an upward step from life in the townships (Piper et al. 2003: 18) .
Literature review
Prior to 2003, little information on Oribi Village was available. It is briefly mentioned in Laband and Haswell's book, Pietermaritzburg 1938 -1988 . Fenn's 1994 work on the suburb of Scottsville refers to Oribi Village, but again only in passing. In the government's 1996 census, Oribi Village fell within a separate enumerator area (EA 5070127) providing valuable demographic data. Thompson's 1999 Heritage Day paper on Oribi Village gives useful information concerning its social history, administration, amenities and population from the 1920s to 1999.
In 2003 Piper, MacDonald, Bydawell, Burton and Dutton of the School of Human and Social Studies at the University of KwaZulu-Natal, Pietermaritzburg, produced a lengthy and highly informative paper (as yet unpublished) dealing with racial desegregation in Oribi Village since 1994.
The fact that little has been published about Oribi Village, confirms its marginalization in the past, while today "no government department really wants responsibility for Oribi", with one official describing it as "a headache" (Piper et al. 2003: 19) .
Methodology
A broad picture of the Oribi Village community was put together using the above-mentioned sources of information as well as interviews with representatives of governmental, non-governmental and church-funded bodies. Next, a needs assessment study was carried out, using the anomalous state of knowledge (ASK) approach, which "examines how people…seek information concerning situations about which their knowledge is incomplete" (Stilwell 2002: 70) .
In order to establish "why" and "how" people look for information, this study has made use of the interview instrument developed by Kaniki (1995: 17) (see Annexure 1), by means of which the data gathered is arranged into three categories. The first category identifies common "critical incidents or information seeking situations" and related information needs; the second covers information channels or providers used (or not used) by respondents to help solve their problem; the third category contains demographic data about the interviewee (Kaniki 1995: 11) .
Where a set of options is provided (second and third categories), questions are closed or structured. Questions in the first category are open (unstructured), as they allow for multiple responses. Using content analysis, the multiple replies are grouped and "reduced into information seeking situations" (Forbes 1999: 12) . Next, all the data is analysed using descriptive statistics and discussed (Stilwell and Bell 2003: 335) . It should here be noted that while the experiences of 30 individuals have been recorded, this number constitutes only a small sample of the total population of Oribi Village and therefore this study can by no means claim to represent the "voice of the community".
The 30 interviewees were all adult residents of Oribi Village. Due to the "old area/new area" division the interviews were split 50/50 between the two. No problems were experienced while conducting the interviews, although warnings from residents to be careful when entering homes where people appeared to be drunk were taken into account. Interviews were informal, conducted in English, and preceded by an introduction and some "small talk" to break the ice. Only in one case was a language barrier experienced, when the respondent's sister had to translate.
Results
In order to contextualise this study, the demographic and socio-economic profile of the interviewees (covered in questions 9-16) is now provided. This is followed by their "critical incidents", information needs and information seeking behaviour (dealt with by questions 1-8 and question 17) . Some data in the discussion below are given as percentages, but bearing in mind that the sample used was a small one, numerical information is preferred.
Demographic profile
Of the 30 respondents 19 were female and 11 were male, giving percentages of 63% and 37% respectively. The participants' ages were spread fairly evenly (See Table 1 ). The home languages of interviewees were: 17 (57%) Zulu, nine (30%) Afrikaans and four (13%) English. All but one claimed to be literate and many claimed competence in two or more languages, mostly Zulu and English (13) or Afrikaans and English (nine). Three participants spoke all three languages, three spoke Zulu only, one spoke Afrikaans only, and one person spoke English and German.
All 30 respondents had received some schooling, with 16 educated to Junior Secondary level (Std 6-8, or Grade 8-10). While 12 had reached Senior Secondary high school (Std 9-10, or Grade 11-12), only one person had a tertiary qualification (in nursing). The least-educated respondent in the sample had left school at Senior Primary level (Std 3-5, or Grade 5-7).
Only 10 respondents (33%) had employment, ranging from casual labour, street vending and car guarding, to administration, sewing, and nursing in a home. Nearly half, or 14 of the 30 participants (47%) were unemployed, four were pensioners and two lived on disability grants. (See Table 2 ). 
Critical incidents, or Information seeking situations (ISS)
In the first two questions of the interview respondents were asked to describe a recent "critical incident" or situation, and the kind of things they needed to know or learn in order to deal with the experience. (See Table 3 ). By far the majority -10 individuals (33%) -were concerned with unemployment, either their own or their children's. Five mentioned health-related issues that centred on the cost and logistics of obtaining medical care and medicines for themselves or their relatives, or on HIV/AIDS issues. Substance abuse (especially alcohol abuse) by the youth and problems caused by lack of education ranked third, with three interviewees each. Two respondents each mentioned crime, poor home and area maintenance by the authorities, and problems with their partners. Finally, a single person gave each of the following as his or her "critical incident": frustration that the waiting list for houses was virtually stationary because of people obtaining tenancy illegally; a car break-down; and a sick pet. In answer to questions 4 and 5, interviewees stated whether their problem was work-, school-or otherwise related, and how often they faced it. Of the 30 interviewees 19 individuals (63%) experienced the particular situation "often", three "sometimes", and for eight it had been "the first time".
Respondents who had attempted to deal with the situation were asked what channel of information they had used to do so (question 7). Of the 30 interviewees 19 (63%) had approached a person or organisation or consulted the media for advice or information. The other 11 (37%) who did nothing about the problem they faced were asked why (in question 6). Seven of them felt they "couldn't do anything about it"; two didn't know where to turn for advice; one respondent was scared to speak out and one spoke no English and therefore could not get the information needed.
Many of those respondents who did try to tackle their particular situation used multiple channels of information to do so, thus numbers (and percentages) do not add up to a total of 19 individuals (or 100%) but simply serve to indicate the popularity of certain channels. Eleven (58%), used friends, relatives or acquaintances. Six selected the category "other" (police and lawyers, housing authorities, hospitals, clinics, and so on). Five consulted newspapers, while three approached their church. One asked a teacher about a child's learning problems, while listening to the radio accounted for another participant's response.
Asked (question 8) whether and why received information or advice had been satisfactory or not, most (11 out of 19) respondents felt their problems were not solved and their situation remained unchanged; eight were satisfied.
Finally, interviewees were asked for comments and suggestions (question 17). Three persons brought up educational issues: a young woman, dropped out of school to have a baby, asked about home schooling; a parent stressed the need to educate the youth; another wanted to see the development of youth centres for skill-building and -sharing. Unemployment was raised by two individuals: one respondent explained how her mother's pension covered rent, food and schooling for the (extended) family, and a desperate interviewee asked "please help me find work". One pensioner lamented that her husband and daughter had recently died of AIDS. A respondent blamed the high level of substance abuse on a lack of self-esteem among the youth. Another angry resident blamed non-rent-payers for the lack of maintenance of verges and for rubbish dumps, resulting in a vermin-infestation. One older respondent complained about poor race relations between black and white residents, partly blaming the high rate of muggings for this. Finally, one desperate person said, "I have many problems", reflecting a kind of ripple effect (lack of education leading to unemployment, unemployment to substance abuse, for instance).
Discussion of the results
The data emerging from this study reflect those encountered by Piper et al. in their 2003 survey of Oribi Village. The higher number of female respondents (63%) can be attributed in part to the relative reluctance of the men to discuss problems. When approached to participate in the interview, the men often got their wives to answer the questions instead. This slight disproportion was perhaps mirrored in the focus among the "critical incidents" on child-related problems (adding up to six respondents) and on partner-related problems (two respondents), including abuse and abandonment.
The fairly high proportion of pensioners is ascribed to the fact that Oribi Village has, due to low rentals, long been a favoured residence for elderly people. Some have been in the village for two or three decades (Statistics South Africa 2004) . People on disability grants (around nine precent of the mainly white population according to the 1996 census, and seven percent or two individuals among this study's participants) also reside in Oribi for financial reasons and because of easy access to primary and mental health care. The significant proportion of retired and disabled people can partly explain why five (17%) "critical incidents" concerned health-related issues. Only one of these concerned HIV/AIDS: tragically, a young mother said that, after hearing she had the virus, her main information-need was an answer to the question "When am I going to die?"
The education and employment levels of Oribi residents are part of the reason for the relatively low income of many households: concerns about education were mentioned by three of the 30 interviewees while the unemployment rate (14 or 47%, with another 33%, or 10 persons, employed mainly in manual-type or casual work) explains the emphasis on "critical incidents" related to employment (10, or 33%).
Authorities tasked with maintaining Oribi Village have apparently not been "up to scratch" which led to frustrations for two respondents. The general socio-economic conditions may also contribute to crime-related issues raised by two interviewees, which included housebreaking and the rape of a child.
For most people (19, or 63%) problems were ongoing or frequently experienced. Of the 19 respondents who looked for advice on how to deal with their "critical incident", 11 (58%) approached a "friend, relative or neighbour". A young man, concerned about substance abuse among the youth, spoke to "parents in the community" and some job seekers asked "people who have jobs". It is clear that known and trusted people are favoured information sources, also because they are easily accessible. However, six approached an organisation or official (police, clinics, or local authorities) for help, three went to the church and one asked a teacher. Thus, more formal channels are open as well to residents of Oribi Village, indicating their urbanised living conditions. Since 29 (97%) of the respondents were literate, newspapers were consulted by just over a quarter (five) of the sample, in all cases for the purpose of finding work.
The fact that multiple channels were used by most of the 19 respondents who attempted to deal with their problem, indicates the depth of their need and reflects their frequent (11 or 58%) dissatisfaction with assistance or advice they received. Of the total sample (30), eleven (37%) did not even try to resolve their situation, mainly because they felt nothing could be done (six) or didn't know where to turn for help (two). This general sense of hopelessness was perhaps caused by the continuous nature or the magnitude of their problem, which was also often linked to further difficulties. Forbes (1999: 14) detected in her study on the information needs of domestic workers employed in Clarendon an "inertia" which she associated with the "cumulative syndrome of disadvantage" perceived by Stilwell (1991) . The remaining three respondents did not attempt to solve their problem because of fear, a language barrier, or a lack of opportunity to do so. Additional commentary by participants (question 17) included very negative views that "kids run wild in Oribi", complaints about the illegal selling of keys to new tenants, and concerns about uncut grass and filth piling up in open areas. Positive suggestions concerned ways to uplift the youth and provide them with skills. These comments almost entirely echo the broad issues classed by respondents as their "critical incidents".
An earlier study of urban black women in Mamelodi concluded that, to cope with everyday problems, raise the quality of life, and participate effectively in society, the women needed more information (Fairer-Wessels 1990: 361) . This statement certainly rings true in the context of Oribi Village where most people are aware that channels of information exist (seen from the responses to question 7) but tend to rely on interpersonal relationships to deal with their problems. While these relationships form a fundamental, healthy part of social life, they cannot always provide "accurate, relevant and current information" (Stilwell 2002: 76) . Clearly, the village community needs alternative information sources. It appears that the availability and awareness of such sources (including libraries and community centres), coupled with the confidence, know-how, and "drive" to access them would greatly benefit the residents of Oribi Village.
Recommendations and conclusions
Given the situation in Oribi, supplying appropriate, accessible information requires innovative information channels. Some suggestions discussed in recent research papers are now examined.
In her earlier study on the information needs of domestic workers, Forbes (1999: 15) recommends workshops to inform people of information services available, perhaps with organizational representatives present, as well as displays and brochures giving contact details. Thus, in the Oribi Village context, speakers from the South African National Council for Alcoholism could alert young people to the dangers of substance abuse and advise them how to break their habits. Dietitians could help low-income families stay healthy by discussing dietary programmes they could follow. And a community policing forum could be set up, in conjunction with the South African Police Service, to help deal with crime.
Forbes also mentions Fairer-Wessels ' (1990: 365) suggestion that "neighbourhood-based Community Information Service depots" could be established, staffed by locals who know people's needs (Fairer-Wessels: 363). These depots are closely linked to the community resource centre model. So too is Mchombu's (2001: 238) concept of "information facilitators" who "organise, manage and facilitate information flow into and within the community." He advocates providing a range of information channels, including resource centres, newspapers, radio, video, pamphlets, discussion groups, etc.
The municipal library bus that visits Oribi Village on Wednesdays stocks mostly fiction books. On occasion, library users have asked the library staff for non-fiction material on a particular topic, but this has so far been largely for the purpose of school projects (Zaverdinos-Kockott 2004d). While it does provide a valuable leisure service, the mobile library -in its current form -seems unlikely to make a significant contribution to solving the information needs of Oribi residents. Indeed, no respondent referred to it as a source or channel of information. An alternative model is suggested by Stilwell (2001: 200) who notes that, compared to traditional public libraries, community resource centres have a higher level of community-interaction and stronger links with other agencies to which users can be referred. The materials contained in resource centres are directly related to the every-day lives of community-members and include multimedia items such as those mentioned above by Mchombu (2001) .
A resource centre in Oribi Village could, for example, become a hub for small business development, providing directories, contact details, newspapers and so on. With pro-active marketing, such centres would help to bring about a "culture of 'information alertness'" (Kaniki 1995: 16) that in turn would increase the ability of inhabitants to solve problems more independently, simply by knowing what information is needed and where to find it.
In conclusion, it has been found that the central information-needs of Oribi Village residents concern fairly fundamental issues of income, health, education, security, housing and the environment. These needs may well be best met by a multi-pronged approach that includes (possibly at the core) the model of the community resource centre. If properly run and staffed with trained people, ideally from within the community, the centre could be a participative, relevant, accessible agency, acting as a driving force for community development in Oribi Village.
